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UNITED STATES GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE 
WASHINGTON, D.C. ZOW 

The Honorable Stewart B. McKinney 
House of Representatives 

REtEASED 
119003 

Dear Mr. McRinney: 

Subject: ;,,?,postal Service Regulations on Forwarding Mail to 
Boxholders,j (GAO/GGD-,82084) 

Your March 11, 1982, letter to the General Accounting Office 
requested information on the Postal Service’s recent changes to 
its regulations on the indefinite forwarding of mail to boxholders. 
As you know, the public’s reaction to the new regulations was very 
negative. In response to this, the Service modified its new regu- 
lations which made them more confusing and led to inconsistent 
applications by local post offices. As a result of our discus- 
sions with the Service Headquarters officials about the confusion 
and the inconsistent application of the new regulations, new 
clarifying instructions are being developed. 

It makes sense for the Service to try to deliver mail with 
as few processing steps as possible while providing the same 
service to boxholders as is offered other postal patrons. Compli- 
cating this endeavor, however, is the Service’s proposal to pro- 
vide, as part of a much larger program, the mail service it has 
just eliminated-- indefinite forwarding of mail for boxholders--for 
a fee. We believe the Service should be liberal in granting ex- 
emptions from the new forwarding regulations until it makes a 
decision on the forwarding-for-a-fee proposal. (An enclosure to 
this report provides details supporting our conclusions.) 

With regard to your specific questions about the cost savings 
associated with the new forwarding regulations for boxholders, 
the Service did not determine how much it expected to save from 
the change nor has it calculated the savings since implementation 
began. Considering the confused and inconsistent implementation 
spoken of earlier, it is doubtful whether actual savings figures 
could- be calculated. 
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With regard to thas imgmct of the regulation change on 
businesses, againE thes $;arvice~ made no calculation. APthough 
ccmpanitss such 889 CcmIxmtim~ Engineering of Stamford, Connecticut, 
argues that changing ~~~~~~~~~ can be costly, anothear opposing ar- 
gument is that baachc3ldeara lshoiuld not be treated diffmeat2y than 
other mail recipfmta. Aslsuming the Service is liberal in grant- 
ing exemptions from the n4Erw regulations until it makes a decision 
on the forwarding-for-a-fee proposal, businesses ar'uch as Combus- 
tion Engineering may have an alternative to changing their address. 

You also asked about the relationship between the new regu- + 
lations on forwarding mail to boxholders and the expanded ZIP Code 
program. In response to requests from several congressional com- 
mittees and subcommittees and individual members of the Congress, 
we are conducting a major review of the Service's expanded ZIP 
Code program. One phase of that review will assess the impact of 
the program on mailers. It would be premature at this time for 
us to speculate about the outcome of that part of our overall ef- 
fort. We would be pleased to provi& you with a copy of our final 
report on the expanded ZIP Code program when it is issued in 
December 1982. 

As agreed with your office, no further distribution of this 
report will be made until 5 days from the date of this letter 
unless you publicly release it contents earlier. At that time 
we will send copies to the Postmaster General and make copies 
available to others upon request. We would be happy to meet with 
you or your staff to further discuss the matters contained in 
this report. 

Sincerely yours, 

William J. Anderson 
Director 

Enclosure 



ENCLOSURE ENCLOSURE 

Traditionally, the Ssaevice has gone to great lengths to 
deliver mail to bmoxholders. Until recently the Service allowed 
boxholders to designate where they wanted each class of mail 
delivered, regardless of whether it was addressed to a street ad- 
dress or a poat office box. The only prerequisite for this in- 
definite forwarding privilege was that the street address and the 
post office box had to be served by the same post office. A 
recent change affected this privilege, causing strong public and 
congressional reaction. This is our evaluation of the revision 
to the forwarding privilege of boxholders. 

INDEFINITE MAIL FORWARDING AND 
ITS EFFECTS ON POSTAL OPERATIONS 

In 1977, the Service discdvereh that much of the mail 
destined for delivery through post office boxes was improperly 
addressed because it showed the street address of the recipient 
rather than the box number. On the basis of this finding and the 
knowledge that indefinite forwarding service was not available 
to all postal patrons, the Service proposed a change to its reg- 
ulations dealing with the delivery of mail 2/ and the indefinite 
forwarding privilege of boxholders. 

The purpose of the proposed revision was to (1) provide a 
uniform time limit for forwarding mail, (2) establish a consist- 
ent procedure for delivering mail showing two addresses, and (3) 
encourage the use of correct ZIP Codes. It was felt that these 
changes would reduce operating costs even though no cost analysis 
was performed to document the amount of- savings expected. 

No action was taken to implement the proposed revision 
until August 1980 when the Service announced that effective 
September 21, 1980, boxholders would no longer have the indefinite 
mail-forwarding privilege. In initiating the change, the Service 
was convinced that, with increased mechanization, forwarding mis- 
addressed mail to post office boxes is far more costly than any 
additional cost involved in delivery to street addresses. Again, 
there is no documentation to support this claim. 

&/The information contained in this enclosure was extracted from 
a report to Congressman John L. Napier (GAO/GGD-82-74). 

!/Under the proposal, mail would be delivered to the location 
shown immediately above the city/state line of the address. 



18 

ENCLOSURE ENCLOSURE 

BOW TEE PUBLIC 
WAS INFQRMED 

The regulations eliminating the indefinite forwarding of mail 
to boxholders appeared as a proposed revisian in October; 1977 but 
were not finaliaed until August 1980. This final regulation did 
not fully affect operations until November 1981 which gave the 
public more than a year to make the adjustments necessary to 
comply with the new regulations. 

In addition to a notice in the Federal Register, the Service 
developed the "Lockbox Forwarding Campaign" to communicate the 
new regulations directly to boxholders. Its objective was to 
stimulate voluntary compliance before the new regulations were to 
take effect on October 1, 1981. According to Service officials, 
the following techniques were used to inform the public of the new 
regulations: 

--Two notification letters wire placed in all lockboxes 
in February and June of 1981. The letters explained 
the new regulations and strongly urged boxholders 
to notify correspondents of their proper address. 

--A prominent red and white 24" x 36" poster was dis- 
played in all post office lockbox sections from June 
through October 1981. It stressed the importance of 
correct placement of the delivery address and the use 
of correct ZIP Codes. 

--Letters were sent to print and stationery manufac- 
turers asking them to check with clients to ensure 
that delivery addresses were correctly printed on 
their stationery. 

The Service also launched a campaign to increase general 
public and business awareness through internal and external 
publications. Articles appeared in-the Memo to Mailers, Postal 
Leader, Postal Bulletin, Communicator, and other publications. 

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE 
NEW FORWARDING POLICY WAS 
CONFUSED AND INCONSISTENT 

Realizing that adequate preparation had not been made in 
order to meet the October 1, 1981, enforcement date, the Service 
delayed implementing the new forwarding regulations until 
November 1, 1981. During this l-month grace period, Service 
employees were to make personal cantact with boxholders receiving 
mail addressed to their street locations and inform them that 
after November 1, 1981, the mail would be delivered to the street 
address and not to the lockbox. If no mail receptacle was avail- 
able at the street address, mail would be returned to the sender. 
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ENCLOSURE ENCLOSURE 

As a. rssult of advar~ss. p:ublic .and c.ongressional reaction, the 
Service began modifying its position before the full effecta of 
the new regulations could be felt. In September and October 1981, 
the Service issued instructions specifically exempting patrons 
served by noncity delivery offices (offices which have only rural 
delivery or no delivery routes emanating from them) from complying 
with the new regulations. In addition, the Service stipulated 
that if clerks knew where the patrons wanted mail delivered, and 
it did not require additional processing, then the mail should be 
handled as in the past. (According to the Service, this would 
usually occur in offices with five or fewer carrier routes.) 

Clarifying instructions, in themselves, were confusing or 
were so generally worded that confusion was created. For example, 
the September 17, 1981, instructions stated: 

“Distribution procedures and practices * * * that are 
in force for lockbox and caller’ service mail are not 
affected by this regulations change.” 

* * * * * 

‘In the administration of the regulatory change, it is 
of paramount importance that postal managers exercise 
good judgment.” 

Postal officials and employees at postal facilities we 
visited in the Washington, D.C., area were implementing the new 
regulations in different, sometimes conflicting, ways on the basis 
of their interpretations of the exemptions given and the 
instructions received. 

Application of the new regulations to caller service illus- 
trates the inconsistent implementation. Officials at the Northern 
Virginia Management Sectional Center &/ said all mail, including 
mail destined for delivery through caller service, should be 

’ delivered as addressed unless an exception had been granted for 
financial hardship, The postmaster at a post office in Northern 
Virginia told us that patrons or firms with caller service are 
exempt from the new regulations. Although there does not appear 
to be any specific exemption for caller service prescribed by 
Service Headquarters, the postmaster gave the following reasons 
for exempting caller service: 

--Washington, D.C. Mail Classification Center 
Bulletin Number 4/81 stated that caller service 
is not affected by the regulations. 

L/A management sectional center is a designated postal facility 
whose manager has full management responsibility for all post 
offices within an assigned ZIP Code area. 
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--Delivery of eekllear service mail to street 
addresses would cost more than processing it 
to the box sealction of the post office. 

Wet contglerterd a eaapny in Stamford, Connecticut, which has 
caller service, because lit had com@ained about the new regula- 
tions. We ware told that all mail for the company has tradftimn- 
ally been addressed to the ccmpany's street location, but the 
cumpany has always'picked up its mail at the Stamford Post Office 
where it pays for caller service. The company now has been 
required to either inform mailers that its address has changed to 
a post office box number or accept delivery at its physical loca- 
tion. Claiming that changing its mailing address on stationery, 
envelopes, business cards, etc., would cause a financial hardship, 
the company obtained a l-year extension to change its address. 
Had the company been served by the Washington, D.C., Post Office 
or the Northern Virginia post office we visited, it would not have 
been required to change its address because officials at these 
locaticns exempt caller service customers from the new 
regulations. 

Several instructions, both specific and implied, have been 
issued by postal management regarding which boxholders are exempt 
from the new regulations. We developed the following list of 
boxholders that may be exempted on the basis of various interpre- 
tations of the instructions by Service officials and employees. 
We assured ourselves that some boxholders in each category have 
been exempted from the new regulations. 

--Boxholders receiving mail at noncity delivery offices 
(about 23,00@ post offices) (Sept. 17, 1981, 
instructions). 

--Patrons receiving caller service at city delivery 
offices (Sept. 17, 1981, instructions as interpreted 
by the Washington, D.C. Mail Classification Center). 

--Boxholders receiving mail with a ZIP Cede designated 
for the box section of the post office (Sept. 17, 1981, 
instructions). 

--Boxholders whose names and post office box numbers 
are familiar to the clerks sorting the mail (Oct. 6, 1981, 
instructions). 

--Boxholders at post offices where postal managers, in 
their judgment, can exempt them and continue to 
provide efficient delivery of mail (Oct. 6, 1981, 
instructions). 
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ENCLOSURE ENCLOSURE 

We diecussed thPr confused and inconsistent implementation of 
the new regulations with Hlasatdquarters officials who told us that 
they would issue new instructions to clear up .a11 the confusion. 

PROPOSED REGULATIOW TO ALLOW 
FOR XMDEFINITE PORWAR!XNC OF MAIL 

On October 29, 1981, the Service sought public comment on 
several changes it wias considering relating to undeliverable-as- 
addressed mail. One change would allow mail recipients to pur- , 
chase an extended forwarding service for renewable successive 
6-month periods after the 1 year now provided free by the Postal 
Service. 

Service officials would not speculate when this regulation 
would be finalized, because they must first complete cost studies 
and submit a proposal to the Postal Rate Commission. They also 
told us that it is possible that these changes may never take 
place if adverse public reaction is too great or if unfavorable 
recommendations are received from the Postal Rate Commission. 

CONCLUSIONS 

It makes sense for the Service to try to deliver mail with 
as few processing steps as possible while providing the same 
service to boxholders as is afforded other postal patrons. The 
September 1980 revisions to postal regulations were aimed at ac- 
complishing these worthwhile objectives but their implementation 
resulted in confusion among mailers, recipients of mail, and 
postal employees who were responsible for enforcing the regula- 
tions. 

Much of this confusion over the new regulations began when 
the Service tried to quiet public reaction by modifying the 
regulations. These modificatians left the enforcement of the new 
regulations to the discretion of local postal officials who, 
without clear guidelines, applied them inconsistently. 

The new clarifying instructions the Postal Service plans 
to issue could be helpful in alleviating the confusion and 
inconsistencies we observed in the regulations implementation. 

Still troubling, however, is the Service's proposal to pro- 
vide the mail service it has just eliminated--indefinite forward- 
ing of mail for boxholders--for a fee. We have recommended I/ 
that the Service should be liberal in granting exemptions frEiin 
the new forwarding regulations until it makes a decision on the 
forwarding-for-a-fee proposal. 

&/Recommendation included in a letter report to Congressman 
John L. Napier (GAO/GGD-82-74) 
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ENCLOSURE ,,m,m ENCLOSURE I* 

AGENCY COWMEWlTS 
AND OUR EVALtLIATICN 

. . 

The Postal EJervfce accepts8 our findings relating to the 
inconsistent and confusing application of the new forwarding reg- 
ulations for bamhalders. In this regard, the service will issue 
new instructions consolidating and clarifying the guidance given 
to the field. 

The Service did not agree that forwarding-for-a-fee should 
be tied to its new regulations which eliminate free forwarding of 
mail for boxholders. The Service stated that the forwarding-for- 
a-fee proposal is just that--a proposal--and its future is uncer- 
tain. 

Equally uncertain, in our opinion, is how long it will take 
the Service to achieve compliance with the new forwarding regula- 
tions for boxholders. Many boxholders have been granted l-year 
exemptions from the new regulationb and these exemptions may be 
extended an unspecified number of l-year periods. Many other 
boxholders have not yet been affected by the new regulations be- 
cause of local interpretations of the regulations and the instruc- 
tions issued by Service Readquarters in September and October 
1981. Once these other boxholders become affected when the 
Service issues clarifying instructions, a new round of adverse 
public reaction may be forthcoming, and compliance may be hard to 
achieve. 

Although the forwarding-for-a-fee proposal was not designed 
for boxholders desiring indefinite forwarding of mail, it would 
provide an alternative for customers who desire mail to be de- 
livered to post office boxes regardless of how the mail is ad- 
dressed. We believe that such an alternative would make the new 
forwarding regulations more palatable to those customers who do 
not want mail delivered as addressed. In these cases, the Service 
would be offering to continue the desired forwarding service for . . .a fee to cover the additional cost. 




